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for Literacy Outreach Programs 

T. R. Girill 

Introduction 

Age-appropriate technical writing lessons for underperforming high-school students can 
offer them an innovative, "authentic" way to improve how they read and write. Thus the 
techniques and principles of effective technical communication routinely applied at work 
also provide a positive response to one of today's great educational challenges. This 
workshop shows participants how to (1) introduce English and science teachers to the 
value of technical writing as a response to school literacy problems, (2) prepare plausible 
practice exercises to help students improve their basic literacy, and (3) recognize and 
respond to known literacy outreach pitfalls.  

Every effective literacy outreach project based on technical writing needs to address four 
key problems.  

Professional Model 

Problem 1: What is the appropriate professional model for 
improving high-school literacy? 

Many high schools offer quasi-vocational courses in journalism (or in journalism's mirror 
image, public relations), in part because such programs are actively promoted by their 
corresponding professional organizations (Fimrite, 2003; PRSSA, 2000). Technical 
writing concepts and practices offer an intellectually broader and often more appropriate 
model, however, because:  

• Designing good instructions and descriptions are now skills specifically 
embedded in many state language-arts content standards (e.g., CDE, 1998). 

• High school graduation exit examinations often overtly stress technical reading 
and writing cases (e.g., CDE, 2002). 

• A body of experience that spans 80 years shows how effectively "authentic" (real-
world) technical writing activities can help students build valuable cognitive skills 
that many are unlikely (or unable) to develop in other ways (Blicq, 1995; Fearing 
and Allen, 1984; Garay and Bernhardt, 1998; Girill, 1991; Patterson, 1995).  



Strategic Contribution 

Problem 2: What is the strategic contribution of technical writing 
as an alternative to literature? 

Literature and literary analysis comprise the standard framework for teaching writing in 
American schools (Willinsky, 1991). Exclusive focus on this framework limits all 
students to an unnecessarily narrow view of literacy, however, and students who lack a 
rich literature background often cannot gain adequate writing skills in this way at all 
(Caswell, 1998). Technical writing:  

• expands literacy to genres beyond the limits of narrative fiction (Beaufort, 1999; 
Girill, 1985), 

• promotes the socially responsible, civically valuable concept of writing to help 
someone else succeed (Duke, 2003; Goodson, 2002),  

• introduces usability as an important, achievable writing goal (Bernhardt, 1992; 
Hargis, 1998), and 

• reveals the interdisciplinary mix of knowledge and technique that enables writers 
to design or engineer their own text for maximum effectiveness (Schriver, 1997). 

Tactical Benefits 

Problem 3: How can technical writing provide appropriate tactics 
to improve high-school literacy? 

Many school English teachers (and hence their students) are unaware that professional 
best practices can also yield a "second harvest" of beneficial classroom writing exercises:  

• Overt guidelines that summarize proven techniques encourage more participation 
and consistency (Mayer, 1995; Wright, 1985). 

• Layered, scaffolded practice can introduce serious technical writing skills 
gradually (Guzdial, 1999; Moats, 1999). 

• Sequenced, worked cases can help unprepared students develop their essential 
prewriting skills (Hoey, 1983; Jordan, 1984). 

• Students who find technical topics daunting can gently encounter science by 
writing about its role in everyday things (Macaulay, 1998; Petrowski, 1992; Rude, 
2002). 

Micro-Level Challenges 

Problem 4: What micro-level challenges thwart literacy success? 

Literacy development is often hard, even with clever technical writing strategies and 
tactics in play, because of very specific latent problems such as these:  



• Absent enabling skills can thwart student success (Berkowitz, 2002; Sharples, 
1999). 

• Some students do not know how to learn from examples, even when good 
examples are abundant (Chi, 1989; Girill, 2001). 

• Learning new words and concepts is much harder for those whose word and 
concept vocabulary is already small (Hirsch, 2003). 

Acknowledgments 

This work was performed in part under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Energy by 
University of California, Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory under contract W-
7405-ENG-48. Very special thanks go to Virginia (Jean) W. Shuler and Dona L. 
Crawford for their enthusiastic and persistent support of literacy outreach.  

References 
Beaufort, Ann. (1999).  

Writing in the Real World. New York: Teachers College Press.  
Berkowitz, Bob. (2002).  

Moving every child ahead: the Big6 success story. Multimedia Schools 
(May/June), n.p. URL: 
http://www.infotoday.com/MMSchools/may02/berkowitz.htm  

Bernhardt, Stephen. (1992).  
Seeing the text. ACM Journal of Computer Documentation, (September) 16(3), 3-
16.  

Blicq, Ronald S. (1995).  
Manitoba introduces technical communication in high schools. Intercom, (April) 
42(5), 6-7.  

California Department of Education. (1998).  
English Language Arts Content Standards for California Public Schools. 
Sacramento: State of California. URL: 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/engmain.asp  

California Department of Education. (2002).  
California High School Exit Examination, CAHSEE. URL: 
http://www.cde.ca.gov/statetests/chasee  

Caswell, Linda J. and Duke, Nell K. (1998).  
Non-narrative as a catalyst for literacy development. Language Arts, (February) 
75(2), 108-117.  

Chi, M. T. H. and others. (1989).  
Self-explanations: how students study and use examples in learning to solve 
problems. Cognitive Science (March), 13(2), 145-182.  

Duke, Nell K. (2003).  
Using nonfiction to increase reading achievement and world knowledge. 
Scholastic Teacher Resource Center. URL: 
http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/literacypapers/duke.htm  

Fearing, Bertie and Allen, Jo. (1984).  

http://www.infotoday.com/MMSchools/may02/berkowitz.htm
http://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/engmain.asp
http://www.cde.ca.gov/statetests/chasee
http://teacher.scholastic.com/professional/literacypapers/duke.htm


Teaching Technical Writing in the Secondary School. Urbana, IL: ERIC 
Clearinghouse on Reading and Communication. 63 pp.  

Fimrite, Peter. (2003).  
Budget cuts imperil high school newspapers. San Francisco Chronicle, 
Wednesday, May 21, 2003. p. 15. URL: http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-
bin/article.cgi?file=chronicle/archive/2003/05/21/BA92395.DTL  

Garay, Mary Sue and Bernhardt, Stephen (Eds.) (1998).  
Expanding Literacies: English Teaching and the New Work Place. Albany: 
SUNY Press.  

Girill, T. R. (1985).  
Narration, hierarchy, and autonomy. In C. A. Parkhurst (Ed.), Proceedings of the 
48th ASIS Annual Meeting (pp. 354-357). White Plains, NY: American Society 
for Information Science.  

Girill, T. R. (1991).  
Among the Professions. Arlington, VA: Society for Technical Communication. 
48 pp.  

Girill, T. R. (2001).  
Example elaboration as a neglected instructional strategy. In Scott Tilley (Ed.), 
Proceedings of the Nineteenth Annual Conference on Systems Documentation 
SIGDOC01 (pp. 39-46). Santa Fe, NM: Association for Computing Machinery. 
URL: http://www.ebstc.org/TechLit/TL_ExElab.htm  

Goodson, F. Todd. (2002).  
Standing at the corner of theory and practice. Journal of Adolescent and Adult 
Literacy, (September) 46, n.p. URL: 
http://www.reading.org/publications/jaal/jaal_ed.html  

Guzdial, Mark. (1999).  
Supporting learners as users. ACM Journal of Computer Documentation (May), 
23(2), 3-13.  

Hargis, Gretchen and others. (1998).  
Developing Quality Technical Information. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice 
Hall/IBM.  

Hirsch, E. D. Jr. (2003).  
Reading comprehension requires knowledge--of words and the world. American 
Educator (Spring), 27(1), 10-13, 16-22, 28-29, 44-45. URL: 
http://www.aft.org/american_educator/spring2003/AE_SPRNG.pdf  

Hoey, Michael. (1983).  
On the Surface of Discourse. London: George Allen and Unwin.  

Jordan, Michael P. (1984).  
Rhetoric of Everyday English Text. London: George Allen and Unwin.  

Macaulay, David. (1998).  
The New Way Things Work. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company.  

Mayer, Richard. (1995).  
Structural analysis of science prose: can we increase problem-solving 
performance? ACM Journal of Computer Documentation, (August) 14(3), 3-26.  

Moats, Lousia C. (1999).  

http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=chronicle/archive/2003/05/21/BA92395.DTL
http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=chronicle/archive/2003/05/21/BA92395.DTL
http://www.ebstc.org/TechLit/TL_ExElab.htm
http://www.reading.org/publications/jaal/jaal_ed.html
http://www.aft.org/american_educator/spring2003/AE_SPRNG.pdf


Teaching Reading IS Rocket Science: What Expert Teachers of Reading Should 
Know and Be Able to Do. Washington, D.C.: American Federation of Teachers. 
URL: http://www.aft.org/edissues/downloads/rocketsci.pdf  

Patterson, Celia and Kanakis, Dee. (1995).  
Teaching technical communication on the pre-college level: an annotated 
bibliography. Technical Communication Quarterly, (Fall) 4(4), 395-406.  

Petrowski, Henry. (1992).  
The Evolution of Useful Things. New York: Vintage Books.  

Public Relations Student Society of America. (2000).  
A Student's Guide to Public Relations Education. Florida: Public Relations 
Student Society of America. 36 pp.  

Rude, Ron. (2002).  
The road to interest and curiosity. American Educator, 26(1), 39-40. URL: 
http://www.aft.org/american_educator/spring2002/curiosity.html  

Schriver, Karen. (1997).  
Dynamics in Document Design. New York: John Wiley and Sons.  

Sharples, Mike. (1999).  
How We Write. London: Routledge.  

Willinsky, John. (1991).  
The Triumph of Literature/The Fate of Literacy. New York: Teachers College 
Press.  

Wright, Patricia. (1985).  
Editing: policies and processes. In Duffy, T. M. and Waller, R. (Eds.), Designing 
Usable Texts (pp. 63-96). Orlando, FL: Academic Press, Inc.  

T. R. Girill 
University of California 
Lawrence Livermore National Laboratory 
P.O. Box 808 
Livermore, CA 94551 USA 
trg@llnl.gov 

For 25 years, T. R. Girill has led innovative documentation projects at the National 
Energy Research Supercomputer Center and related LLNL centers, work reported in 
three dozen articles and conference papers. He served as associate editor of Technical 
Communication from 1983-1990 and as editor in chief of the ACM Journal of Computer 
Documentation from 1995-2000. He was elected a Fellow of the Society for Technical 
Communication in 1999 and received the ACM Outstanding Contribution Award for 
service to SIGDOC in 2001. Besides supervising many interns, Girill has taught 
professional development courses at UC Santa Cruz Extension (1986-1992), and, since 
1999, has worked in classrooms with underperforming urban high-school English 
students to improve writing skills with customized technical-writing exercises.  

http://www.aft.org/edissues/downloads/rocketsci.pdf
http://www.aft.org/american_educator/spring2002/curiosity.html

	Documentation as Problem Solving�for Literacy Outreach Programs�T. R. Girill
	Introduction
	Professional Model
	Problem 1: What is the appropriate professional model for improving high-school literacy?

	Strategic Contribution
	Problem 2: What is the strategic contribution of technical writing as an alternative to literature?

	Tactical Benefits
	Problem 3: How can technical writing provide appropriate tactics to improve high-school literacy?

	Micro-Level Challenges
	Problem 4: What micro-level challenges thwart literacy success?

	Acknowledgments
	References

